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Side by side with philosophy was the practice of poly-
theistic worship. The remote Absolute of the philosophers
was clearly ill-suited to satisfy the craving of human
affection for a god near at hand, and, perhaps even less,
the imperative need of a god who could still the disorder
of human fear. Hinduism as it developed tolerated, as of at
least temporary value, the aboriginal cults in which men
had found some satisfaction for these needs, and thus we
find an increasing number of local legends of the gods
incorporated into Hinduism through the Puranas, and
attached to the greater gods of the pantheon. In particular,
from the standpoint of this study, is to be noted the move-
ment associated with the Pancharatras in the early centuries
A.D. This was among the higher castes, and emphasised
the worship of Vishnu in temples and by means of images,
with an ancient non-Vedic ritual. It marked a great advance
on indiscriminate polytheism, in that it insisted on all
worship being directed to Vishnu; even the other gods of
the pantheon were excluded, Narayana (identified with
Vishnu) the primal cause, alone being the object of worship.
This sect was for these reasons criticised as unorthodox;
but it has always claimed orthodoxy, and has maintained
caste and the observance of Vedic forms in domestic
worship.
Mention must also be made of the similar cult of Saivism
exercising at approximately the same time a very profound
influence in South India. The two movements were direct-
ed towards rival gods, and to that extent were obviously
rivals, and at times even enemies of each other; but, from
another standpoint, they were most potent allies, both
making a popular religious appeal through the use of the
vernaculars, both insisting on an exclusive devotion to one
god, and emphasising his grace, on the one hand, and the
privilege of man's loving devotion, on the other.
In the Alvar hymns there are references to all these types
of religion and thought, and it is impossible to appreciate
the emphasis of the hymns without remembering the
conflict in the midst of which they were produced
_ There are three main sources of our knowledge of the
Alvars. First, the legendary lives of the saints; these are,